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Man - Woman Relationship in Manju Kapur’s Novels 

Abstract 

Manju Kapur is a famous, unique and versatile Indian English writer of our 
times equally popular in India and abroad. She has penned down six novels so far. 
Throughout her novels she has expressed her views about the tradition of arranged 
marriages where man - woman marital relations are usually not cordial especially in 
case of modem, well educated upper middle class, urban younger generation girls, 
because husbands under the influence of age old patriarchal hegemony, are dominating 
opperessive and generally do not consider their wives as their equal counterparts. In 
the absence of love, affection and mutual understanding cracks appear in their thick 
marital bonds. Being a bold feminist writer Manju Kapur inspires her protagonists 
that they should not become tools in the hands of patriarchy to drag the crippled, 
lifeless, male dominated marital relations rather they should raise their voice against 
any injustice done to them, be their own masters, revolt and adopt a separate 
individual path to achieve a respectable place in the society and live a life of their 
choice with individual freedom, self-respect, dignity and integrity. 
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Manju Kapur is a famous, unique and versatile Indian English feminist writer 
of our times. She belongs to the second generation of Indian English fiction writers 
and her popularity in English Fiction writing is not only in India but all over the 
world. She has penned down six novels so far, printed between 1998 to 2016, but 
her fictional world is stretched from pre - partition to the present day. We still expect 
more fiction writing in the coming years from such a bold, forceful writer of her 
caliber. Prestigious Common Wealth Award to her first novel, Difficult Daughters (the 
best seller book of the year) as the best first book of Eurasian Region is a great 
honour for any debudent writer. Also her second novel Home was short listed for the 
Hutch Cross Word Book Award in 2006 and The Immigration was short listed for 
DSC Prize. 

The man - woman relationship is the natural, oldest and eternal relationship in 
the mankind since the very beginning, the relationship that we realize in Adam and 
Eve or Adam and Hawa episodes. This relationship is biologically natural and both 
man woman are created by God Himself for each other, the two are counterparts of 
a single unit, the two halves of One. That is why woman is called ‘Ardhangni’ in 
Indian culture and ‘better half in western culture. ‘Better Half because woman 
reproduces, gives birth to young ones but only with the union of ‘Man’. And this 
fact made the man - woman relationship, a biological need, an eternal condition that 
man and woman are made for each other by nature. Birth of a child, their own 
blood and soul, reunites both the parents with thick bonds of love and emotions and 
the precondition of parental care of the new bom, their collective responsibility and 
their mutual, healthy and equally responsible relationship that results in the formation 
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of a family, the smallest unit of society that continues for ages, since the very early 
stages of society, till today, in different traditions and religions, at different stages of 
the history, in all the races of mankind and in all the regions of the world. This 
relationship is natural, symbiotic, mutual and equal in all respects. But the 
physiological and physical differences between man and woman, their outside house 
working responsibilities, social recognitions, exerts pressure on this equilibrium of 
their relationship and tilted it towards man and pendulum of balance intentionally 
deviated towards ‘Man’ and thus society has become man - dominated society. 
Literature is called the mirror of life and hence almost whole of the literature of the 
world, in all the languages represents mainly one relationship - the relationship of man 
- woman. Man - woman relationship is one of the most significant themes of modern 
English fiction. The feminist writers like Kamla Markandaya, Anita Desai, Bharthi 
Mukarji, Shashi Deshpande, Githa Hariharan, Arundhti Roy, Kamla Das, Shobha De 
and Manju Kapur are presenting this theme in their novels very realistically, from 
every angle and from feminist approach in modern and post-modem stage of society. 

Manju Kapur is a feminist writer and while portraying, man - woman relations 
in her novels she portrays from a feminist angle therefore she highlights the 
subordinate and inferior position assigned to women by society and their 
marginalization in the patriarchal set up. She has depicted these relations in different 
shades and from different family angles in glamour and reality, in physical favour 
and lust, in soul and flesh, in love and hate, in emotions and rigidness, in deceit and 
sacrifice. She has kept the man - woman relations close to the marriage. 

Marriage: Marriage is the most significant phase of human life in every society. It is 
the most essential, first and foremost pre - condition towards the formation of society 
and basis of civilization. In the pre - civilized societies, the elders or head of ‘Kunba’ 
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or ‘Kabeela’ frame certain set rules to regularize the sexual behavior of adult males 
and females, essential for the reproduction of offsprings, necessary for the continuity 
of the race and every family or every person of Kabela has to follow these social 
norms. These rules, like the other cultural traits of different races are different, 
according the different geographical and environmental conditions - livelihood 
requirements, social needs and rearing of children. With the passage of time these 
widely accepted social norms associated with some ceremonies and rituals become 
tradition and thus institution of marriage was developed. 

In western culture, the choice of life partner is the sole and mutual decition of boy 
and girl without any interference of parent or anybody else. They are free to live 
their own life. There, the marriage and divorce rules are very simple. But in our 
society marriage is not a simple process. Here family and culture play a most 
dominant and decisive role that varies from society to society, culture to culture, 
religion to religion, caste to caste and tribe to tribe within the Indian society. So 
instead of the mutual understanding, cordial relations, emotional affinity, love, 
attachment, consensual will and desire of the spouses in our society, parent’s advice, 
their choice and their will matter much more in addition parental religion, caste, 
culture and traditions play a vital role. Economic conditions, patriarchal hegemony and 
other social riders are effective factors in the decision making of marriage. The 
choice, individual liking and desire of boy and girl comes in the last. All these 
factors creates hurdles for the boy and girl to find and choose the match of their 
own choice. 

Marital Relations: Manju Kapur’s novels present a social world of many complex 
relationships. It is the relationship of husband and wife and the institution of marriage 
itself which is particularly and deeply probed in her novels. Here, man and woman 
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live together and walk through life in their different age groups, classes and gender 
roles. She presents the modem Indian woman who is intelligent and aware of her 
capabilities but has a fragmented self - thwarted under the weight of male dominance 
and patriarchal hegemony. In almost all her novels, the protagonists are married 
women. But most of them are dissatisfied with their married lives. They have love - 
hate relationship with their husbands. ‘She’ loves him because she can’t escape, she 
is bound with the tradition though she does not like it and feels suffocated in this 
closed system of religious and orthodox cultural atmosphere where she can’t even 
breathe freely. ‘She’ hates ‘him’ because her own self is in danger. In fact, marriage 
is the pivot around which these relations revolve around. Kapur mainly lays emphasis 
on all the three phases on man - woman relations namely - Pre - marital, marital and 
extra - marital relations keeping marriage in the central theme in her fictional world. 
But for this paper I shall discuss only marital relations as depicted in Manju Kapur’s 
novels. 

Manju Kapur has depicted man - woman relations in her novels from every 
angle and exhibit different shades of different social status, economic conditions, 
educational qualifications, rural or urban environment and the culture to which the 
men and women of her fictional world belong. Her character vary from the rural, 
illiterate and most backward, orthodox characters like Veerpal and Mithari, Gulabi and 
Dhanpal to urban, well - educated, modem characters who represent their class in their 
own way like Nina and Ananda, Raman Kaushik and Shagun, Mangal Singh Gaina 
and Tapti. But one thing is common in all such characters, that these relations are 
influenced by the patriarchal thinking or male dominated mode of life. And modem 
feminist thinking, quest for identity and too much dominance of husband may be 
considered responsible for developing cracks in these marital relations, resulting in 
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separation of husbands and wives thereby parting their ways. Her female characters in 
search of their individual freedom like the western women, prefer divorce, in search 
of their identity and inner self like Shagun, Ishta ( Custody) or parting their ways like 
Nina (The Immigrant) or Astha (A Married Woman). By doing so whether they 
succeed in achieving their goal or not, is a vital question to be answered. 

The image of women in fiction has undergone a drastic change during the last 
four decades. Women writers have moved away from traditional portrayal of enduring 
and self-sacrificing home dolls. Since we are passing through a transitional phase of 
our social system at this juncture of period, Manju Kapur depicts the conflict of two 
generations of our society. The older, orthodox, religious and traditionally devoted 
generation that is custodian of tradition, very strict in customs and does not allow the 
younger generation, especially girls to cross this traditional line or ‘Laxman Rekha’. 
This older generation believes in fate or ‘Karma’ and always preaches or teaches the 

girls since from their childhood that they should live their life under strict discipline 

of elders or male members. Girls are taught to suppress their all sorts of desires and 
keep them under check. They should perform all sorts of domestic duties obediently 
and silently, to be accepted by their in - laws because in - laws are their homes till 
death. But modem education, political patronage, feministic awareness showed the new 
light to the younger, well - educated, urban and well - aware new generation, to be 

straight - forward and be awakened to their rights, be their masters themselves and if 

needed, break the barriers of tradition, orthodox customs, useless patriarchal 
hegemony, unnecessary male - suppression, age old taboo of subordination and value 
their self - respect and individual freedom. This conflict is depicted in Manju Kapur’s 
every novel and being the feminist writer she inspires the younger generation to be 
bold and strongly protest against every cruelty committed on them by any fair name 
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of religion or morality. They should boldly demand human rights and dignity for 
women who remained dumb and docile for centuries in the male dominated world. 
Only then, their independent existence can be saved. In this way she has been trying 
persistently in her novels to make her female protagonists bold and self - conscious. 
Her novels delve deep into man - woman relationship. 

In marital relationship, Manju Kapur’s characters are usually subject to 
arranged marriage like Ganga - Harish ( Difficult Daughters), Nisha - Arvind (home), 
Nina - Ananda ( The Immigrant), Astha - Hemant (A Married Woman), Virpal and 
Mithari ( Brothers) and Tapti Gaina and Mangal Gaina (Brothers). In her first novel, 
Difficult Daughters, Harish, an Oxford graduate English professor is married to 
traditional, illiterate, housewife Ganga. Their marriage is an arranged one. Ganga is a 
typical housewife, committed to family tradition, accepting patriarchal discipline 
happily and doing all the domestic work and duties carefully and devotionally, From 

washing his (Harish’s) clothes to polishing his shoes . Ganga did it all. (pp. 216 ) 

With age - old impression of patriarchy, women have not only accepted the 
subordination of men as their duty but a step further, a birth right, that they don’t 
want to give it up, Virmati shared her feelings with Harish, ‘she continues to wash 
your clothes As your wife, am I to do nothing for you?’ (pp. 216) 

Wife is a real companion who stands by the side of her husband throughout 
the life, in all odds or evens, through thick and thin, a life - partner, of soul and 
body but under the influence of patriarchy such considerations are secondary in our 
society. It is considered that she should perform all the domestic work like Ganga 
along with taking care of husband’s old parents. Such state of affairs is not seen in 
the western world where under the influence of feminism women are demanding the 
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equal rights and they don’t submit to subordination. In, A Married Woman when 
Astha asked her America returned husband Hemant: 

Why didn’t you marry an American? he replied, ‘I was always sure I wanted 
to marry a girl from here. Who would fit in with our family life. I wanted an 
innocent, unspoiled, simple girl. (pp. 41) 

Indian wives bear all sorts of subordination of their husbands under the 
influence of patriarchal traditional thinking and also due to the desire of love. Astha 
had been waiting the whole evening, and now this opportunity to gaze at him, her 

soul in her eyes . lie sat down on the sofa and Astha nelt to take off his shoes. 

(pp. 48) In Indian middle - class society parents play a decisive role in the marriage 
of their children. It affects their marital relations too. Brothers the latest novel of 
Manju Kapur represents the Rajasthani culture and traditions where child marriage is 
a common practice, Virpal and Mithari both children of village sarpanches had been 
six and five when they married. Immediately after the ceremony the bride returned to 
her parent’s home. (pp. 72) 

After becoming a woman, Mithari was sent to her husband’s home and for 
four years she spent her life without her husband, doing all sorts of domestic chores 
alongwith grazing the cattle and bringing the twigs of dry bushes for burning, 
‘Mithari carries on with the functions of a daughter-in-law.’ (pp.74) Manju Kapur 
narrates the plight of such women who have to do a lot of domestic work when 
after a long wait of years together, Virpal comes to the village, She portrays the 
scene: 

In the furthest corner crouches Mithari on her haunches, kneading atta, 
rolling rods, cleaning dishes with sand and fiber, (pp. 81) 
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Traditions here are so strong and backward that a husband can’t walk or talk to his 
wife, even when they are all alone. ‘ Why would he ever use his wife’s name? 

Certainly in all her life she will never use his. ’ (pp. 83) The traditions are orthodox 

to such an extent, especially in the Rajasthani culture, that a husband cannot walk 

along with his wife, doesn’t talk freely to her and even cannot see her face, because 
ghunghat comes in the way. He can just feel her presence. 

Manju Kapur has depicted the man - woman relations in very complex 
situations and one such very peculiar situation is explored in her novel, The 

Immigrant, where the consummation night proved to be the turning point in their 
newly married relationship. Ananda’s sexual dysfunctioning left a bad impression on 
her, Togetherness was the important thing. To be critical of how It was achieved was 
against the spirit of marriage, (pp. 90) Ananda showed his love only in the dark 

during hot moments, else he was a man of cold sensuousness but Nina on the other 
hand, was a love seeker and in Ananda it was of no avail. Marriage is the 

togetherness of two individuals to fill the vacuum of other’s life with one’s love. It 
is very necessary for the cordial marital relations. Caring for the feeling of 
counterpart with tender love and affection in the moments of loneliness is also 
important, but in Nina’s case, since from the very beginning of their marriage life a 
sense of alienation, was drawing upon her. One of the reasons for broken relationship 
is that Nina is in Canada as an Immigrant and alienated, ‘At present all she is, is a 
wife, and a wife is alone for many, many hours. Nina cries, feels homesick, sometime 
adventurous, often forlorn. ’ (pp. 122) Eventually gone is the warmth of love, hot 
passion of affection after they have got married. Ananda is more indulged in his 

clinic than in his wife without realizing that she could not adjust in Canada so easily 

without his love and care which in turn left Nina a forlorn figure. Ananda’s feverish 
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talk of success in Canada, self - dependency and grudge against India seem to be 
some of the other factors that came in the way of their marital relations. Nina’s 
sense of seclusion, alienation and the sight of babies in the neighborhood infuse an 
intense craving for a child in her lap which is further aggravated, by her not 
conceiving even after six months of her marriage. 

Pregnancy is an important motif in Manju Kapur’s novels and it is repeated in 
Home , Custody, A Married Woman and The Immigrant. In our culture a married 
woman attains her status of a respected married woman only after she gives birth to 
the child. Not only the family or society, she herself, always intensely craves for a 
baby. Gap of mutual understanding and communication between Nina and Ananda 
leads to such situation, ‘ Each felt violated and refused to make conciliatory gestures 
(pp. 168) The basic cause of conflict here again is patriarchal hegemony that does not 
allow Ananda to understand her feelings and face the reality. Usually, in our society 
where there is non - conception, only the woman is blamed she is called a ‘banjh’, a 
non - fertile. In this case also, the sexual frustration reaches fever pitch with the 
passage of time. It led Ananda to speculate, ‘The arranged marriage had not, after 
all, being the perfect solution. The canker of failure has entered the house and 
forced his back to the wall.’ (pp. 182) Ananda was disappointed, he asked her about 

her desire for a child because he felt that their child would make a complete family 

and give them a greater sense of belonging to each other but she reacted sharply, 

‘You were right .... its too soon. I have to find my feet.’, (pp. 233) Patriarchal 

hegemony is deep - seeded in the minds of Indian people and they carry it along 
with them where they move. Even in the well advanced, western countries, this 
thinking remains unchanged, in the changed atmosphere. Ananda who is a dentist and 
lives in Canada, behaves in the same way as a common Indian orthodox husband and 
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the dysfunctional in sexual matters, his excessive boasts of success in Canada due to 
his hardwork and intelligence are the factors responsible for the failure in their 
marital relationship. 

In Manju Kapur’s fifth novel, Custody, we find that the main characters, 
husband and wife belong tos upper middle class society in a totally different 
situation. Husband, ‘Raman, is a sober, good looking, an IIM - Ahmadabad graduate, 
recruited on campus with India Think Tank, India’s number one advertising agency. 
On the other hand Shagun was a very beautiful college student. After marriage the 
marital relations of husband and wife were very cordial and lovable. Their first child 
had been born within a year. Raman being so much sympathetic towards his wife 
that on learning his young wife’s pregnancy, he blamed himself. He should have been 
more careful. Therefore their family life was going on smoothly and their relations 
were full of love, faith and respect and the birth of a son made them still more 
loveable and full of contentment, The birth of a boy added to her glory. She had 
gotten over the duties of heir - producing smoothly, (pp. 15) Raman was hired in the 
marketing department at ten lakh a year. But such life of higher society, demands the 
price. In one of the parties, Raman introduced his wife Shagun to his boss, Ashok 
Khanna. And as usual, this introduction became the turning point in their married life 
and proved to be disastrous for Raman. Soon after she met Ashok Khanna. She grew 
certain that he was trying to seduce her, 7/ was when she told her first lie of 
omission concerning the cup of coffee, that she become complied in those efforts. 
From then on a curtain was drawn between her normal life and another secret one’. 
(pp. 26). The indifferent behaviour of Shagun made Raman doubtful about her. He 
wished that suspicious had not entered him. Like poison, it seeped through his heart, 
paralyzing him, making him see his wife through his dark and vicious colours. When 
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one day Raman asked Shagun about all this, she replied, I want something else in 
my life can 7 you understand that? We always meet the same people, talk about the 
same old things over and over. It is boring, (pp. 46) Cracks appeared in the thick 
bonds of their marriage life. 

The problem of pregnancy and infertility also appeared in sub plot of this 
novel and it creates differences in normal and happy marital relations of Ishta and 
Surya Kant. Their early married life is very enjoyable and both of them feel lucky as 
a happy couple and arranged marriage is a bliss for them: 

She slide her hand in her husband’s and thought how lucky she was the 
customs of arrange marriage seemed replete with wisdom, the institution of 
joint family a safeguard against any loneliness she might ever feel. (pp. 52) 

Thus Ishta and Surya Kant’s married life was quite satisfied and normal but 
disturbance in their happy marital relations started with the non - pregnancy of Ishta 
after so many months. Their marital relations are based on truth, faith and mutual 
love. Ishta moved to a gyneacologyst along with Surya Kant. The doctor cleared the 
picture regarding the real cause of infertility: 

Doctor showed her the secret, and pointed out her faulty tubes, sealed 

irrevocable against both egg and sperm, . the words ‘severe blockage’ 

drummed in her mind. (pp. 60) 

Infertility is such great problem that pricks the women’s body and soul in 
such a way that her mind is overpowered with an inferiority complex. The only wish 
that every woman has in her mind, is to become the mother of a child. From the 
core of her heart she longs to be a complete fertile woman to get a due respectable 
place in the society. A common thinking of our society is that first and foremost 
function of a married couple is to produce an heir, who will carry the name of 
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forefathers in the next generation. Surya Kant’s mother also strengthens this, ‘It is 
essential that Surya Kant have a child. He has to make sure that the blood line of 
his forefathers continues. ’ (pp. 60) Infact position of woman in male dominated 
society is such that when there is a genuine physical problem all human relations of 
love and affection begin to take an ugly turn and instead of showing sympathy 
towards her, indifferent attitude is adopted towards her and the fear of hatred and 
rejection compels her to think about the worst possible about herself. The problem of 
infertility causes a rift in the marital relation of Ishta and Surya Kant. He is now 
behaving totally different as Ishta told her mother, ‘ He didn 7 even touch her any 
more. He was determined there should be nothing left between them. ’ (pp. 69) 

In patriarchal society, the position of woman is very pathetic. She has to adopt 
the traditions of her in - laws family, obey everybody there and live under a fear of 
insecurity because she becomes rootless after marriage as her own parents used to 
call her ‘prai’ a thing of somebody else i.e. her in - laws. Her parents advise her that 
her in - law’s house is her house for ever till death. When her in -law’s house 
disowns her, she is left in no man’s land and this very fear compels a woman to 
face subordination and indifferent attitude of her husband as well as her in - laws 
helplessly. Ishta’s own parents advised her to stay at her in - law’s, ‘But staying was 
not easy. The mother began to call her shameless, the sisters refuse to talk to her, 
the father and SK avoided her. ’ (pp. 69) 

Under such tense situation, the husband - wife relations were totally cut off. 
Ishta is left in the darkness of strained relations, helpless, unwanted creature in her so 
called in - law’s house. No place where to go, no house where to live. She told 
Surya Kant, can 7 go home, I can 7 stay here. Just make it possible for our 
parents to settle. You can marry again, what can I do? My life is over. ’ (pp. 70) 
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After a few days she signed the divorce papers, got the money, hired a taxi and 
moved to her parent’s home all alone. Manju Kapur narrates, ‘No one came out to 
say good bye. ’ (pp. 72) And we see in such a way Ishta said ‘good bye’ to her 
already crippled, almost dead and dragged marital relationship. 

Hence a close study of her novels reveal that novelist is of the view that in 
traditional arranged marriages, man - woman relations are not usually cordial especially 
in case of modern, well educated, upper middle class urban younger generation girls, 
because husbands, under the influence of age old patriarchy are dominating, 
oppressive and generally don’t consider their wives as their equal counterparts. In the 
absence of love, affection and mutual understanding cracks appear in their marital 
relations. Being a bold feminist writer Manju Kapur inspire her protagonists that they 
should not be the tools in the hands of patriarchy to drag the crippled, lifeless male 
dominated marital relations and adopt a separate path. They should struggle to 
achieve a responsible place in the society and fulfil their quest for individual identity 


and integrity. 
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